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Abstract 
This case study investigated the effects of task-based writing instruction on graduate students’ audience awareness. The 
researchers chose six graduate students purposefully and invited them to a focus group interview to understand their current 
sense of audience in writing. Accordingly, a series of audience-focused tasks were designed, validated and piloted. The 
participants had been exposed to these tasks through a series of online workshops for six months. During this time, they were 
asked to keep journals. The analysis of students’ journals and the content analysis of their writing products showed that the 
participants could develop a sense of audience over time. 
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1. Introduction 
One of the important skills that graduate students need to acquire to write effective theses is audience 
awareness. Audience awareness refers to the ability of writers to answer their audience needs and maintain the 
flow of communication with readers through words (Wong, 2005). Developing this skill among student-writers 
necessitates practice (Midgette, Haria, & MacArthur, 2008). Practice is beneficial, because it develops constant 
awareness of audience while writing (Alamargot, Caporossi, Chesnet, & Ros, 2011). Revision is an important 
aspect of practice writing, which is regarded as a task or part of a task (Fitzgerald, 1987). Many scholars 
investigated the effects of writing tasks on learners’ sense of audience in CMC and Web 2.0 environments (cf. 
Bloch, 2007; Chen & Brown, 2012; Rezaee & Oladi, 2008). The majority of these studies were empowered by 
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collaboration, joint decision making, and equal participation of learners in co-construction of texts. What 
remained less explored in this area is the effect of writing tasks on individual learners’ sense of audience while 
producing texts. This is a gap in our knowledge that the researchers of this study are interested to bridge. Within 
the scope of this study, we tried to understand the development of non-native graduate students’ sense of audience 
through analyzing a series of well-written texts and revising the part-genres (i.e. sections and chapters) of their 
thesis drafts accordingly. 
2. Theoretical framework 
This research used Johns’ (1997) socioliterate approaches to teaching. In socioliterate views, literacy is 
socially constructed by being exposed to discourses. This view of literacy takes into consideration roles, 
purposes, conventions, writers, and readers (Johns, 2002).  A teacher, who runs a socioliterate classroom, needs 
to create a situation for students to produce different genres and fulfill various purposes. Writing tasks in such 
classrooms include writing in different contexts and following discourse communities’ conventions. Engaging in 
such writing tasks helps learners to study and develop awareness of texts, readers, writer roles, and contexts 
(John, 1997). The teaching model that we employed in this study aimed to give our participants the opportunity 
to analyze authentic texts produced by experts of their own discipline. Through this process we were expecting 
the learners to raise awareness of how proficient writers consider readers in different thesis part-genres and revise 
their own manuscripts accordingly. 
3. Methods 
3.1. Research design 
In order to investigate the effects of task-based writing instruction on graduate students’ audience awareness, a 
case study was employed. The sources of data for this study were preliminary focus group interview, 
participants’ journals, and their writing products. Focus groups according to Bogdan and Biklen (2007) are group 
interviews through which a researcher seeks a range of views about an issue. The ultimate goal for using focus 
group interview as a research protocol was to gain background insight for developing audience-focused tasks. 
Accordingly, participants were invited to participate in a 90-minute focus group to give us the opportunity to 
explore their sense of audience while writing and the difficulties of keeping themselves aware of their readers. 
The questions of the interview were semi-structured to gather descriptive data based on a planned, but flexible 
theme framework. The focus group interview was audio recorded, transcribed, and qualitatively analyzed. The 
findings then were utilized to design audience-focused tasks. 
Participants’ journals were one of the two sources of data collection for investigating the usefulness of the 
designed tasks. Writing journals is a purposeful collection of content, and self-reflection (Woodward, 1998). 
They are appropriate tools for assessment, because learners document their progress of attaining audience 
awareness. In addition to the journals, the contents of participants’ primary and final thesis manuscripts were 
comparatively analyzed for the purpose of data triangulation. 
3.2. Tasks 
Tasks included genre analysis. To do genre analysis, according to Bitchener (2010, p. 11), learners focus on 
the content types and structures of different part-genres and investigate what strategies were used by the authors 
to present units of content. In this study, the participants reviewed some sample well-written theses on 
Psychology and Counseling with critical thinking at the forefront. According to Scriven and Paul (1992), critical 
thinking is “the intellectually disciplined process of actively and skillfully conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, 
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synthesizing, and/or evaluating information gathered from, or generated by observation, experience, reflection, 
reasoning, or communication, as a guide to belief and action”. Critical thinking as conceptualized in this study is 
understanding the organization of texts, figuring out how the authors established and maintained textual 
communication between themselves as authors and their readers as audience, analyzing and evaluating moves, 
and making decisions for revising what they have written to what they should have written. In other words, the 
designed tasks expected to facilitate students’ “readerhood” to set up a foundation for manuscript revision. 
Task preparation consisted of selecting appropriate theses as well-written samples, designing task activities, 
validating them, piloting them, and engaging the participants in doing them. The sample theses were chosen with 
the help of a senior lecturer in Psychology. Moreover, the quality of them in terms of the content of the different 
part-genres, content organization, and language and presentational characteristics (e.g. move and sub-move 
options) was validated by three experts in Applied Linguistics. In order to evaluate comprehensibility of the 
contents and practicality of the activities, the tasks were piloted in a workshop on Academic Writing for 
Psychology. Thereupon, the participants of the study were engaged in a series of online workshops. These 
workshops were scheduled for 24 consecutive Sundays.  
To take part in the workshops, participants had to install Skype™ on their PCs and add each other and the 
mentors. For each workshop, the related materials were sent to the participants’ emails, and during the two hours 
of each workshop the students had to analyze and discuss the purpose and function of the focused part-genres, the 
features that resulted in cohesive and coherent texts, and the moves and sub-moves that the authors employed to 
present the content. After each workshop, they had one week time to revise the corresponding part-genres in their 
own theses, which they had uploaded to their Google Drive and shared with the mentors. Google Drive gives this 
opportunity to the users to open Microsoft Word Documents in a web-based environment, called Google Docs. 
The afore-mentioned application is very similar to Microsoft Word, which lets the mentors to observe and trace 
any changes made to the content. It is worth to mention that the participants were given the opportunity to revise 
again the sections that they previously worked on at any time. 
4. Findings 
4.1. Focus group interview 
After a systematic analysis of the focus group interview data, four major thematic categories were identified as 
uncertainties about how: 1) to maintain cohesion, 2) to maintain coherence, 3) to manifest intertextuality, and 4)  
the thesis part-genres function. Cohesion, according to Harmer (2004, p. 22), is a text quality that is achieved 
through some lexical and grammatical techniques. Repetition of words, lexical sets (i.e. group of words that share 
similar topic and/or function), pronoun and possessive references, article references, tense agreement, linkers, 
and substitutions and ellipsis are the devices that are used to maintain cohesion. Coherence is an internal logic 
within a text that makes it meaningful. Harmer (ibid) explains that a coherent text leads readers to understand 
writers’ purposes and line of thoughts. Intertextuality, according to Fairclough (1992), is using quotations, 
paraphrasing, summarizing to incorporate other texts in a new piece of prose based on institutional conventions. 
The functions of thesis part-genres are the particular purposes of the different thesis sections that inform the 
choice of content (Bitchener, 2010, p. 4). These themes were directly related to audience awareness in a sense 
that they help readers to follow the writers’ discussions. These difficulties played a major role in task design. 
4.2. Journals 
Five main themes were developed based on analysis of participants’ journals. These themes were: 1) function, 
2) concision, 3) precision, 4) revision, and 5) citation. Function explains discursive activities in rhetorical 
environments (Bawarshi, 2000) of part-genres, which includes constitution of texts, recognition of disciplinary 
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conventions, relations and identities (Bakhtin, 1986), as well as register (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). 
Concision is stripping away the unnecessary and/or mouthful words and phrases. Precision is making the 
meaning of long sentences and paragraphs more precise. Revision is developing lexical and grammatical 
cohesion, and coherence. Citation is maintaining intellectual honesty through proper types of referencing. 
We found that the tasks made the participants to mine for the purpose of thesis part-genres. This was the issue 
of concern of our six participants: 
“[Y]et, having effective samples from my own major and analyzing the different sections with others 
helped me to understand the purpose of background, statement of the problem, aims of the study, 
contribution, scope, and limitation.”-Participant 1: Week 22 
“I had always difficulty understanding the purpose of literature review, so I participated willingly in 
the sessions with a major focus on literature review chapter.”-Participant 2: Week 10 
“I was eager to find out how the writer of that thesis was constructing the content of each section to 
fulfill effectively the requirements of them.”-Participant 3: Week 2  
“To me understanding the function of background of the study had priority, so I suggested starting with 
that.” –Participant 4: Week 1 
“I revised this section [research design] with a relief, because I knew the difference between research 
design and research procedure.”-Participant 5: Week 17 
“In all the sessions, I gave extra attention to understanding what I should expect while reading a 
particular section of a thesis”-Participant 6: Week 23 
 
Our participants found that concision is a small change that contributes a lot to delivering messages: 
“When I was reviewing the samples, I felt a big difference between them and my own writing, 
especially in using adjectives. Mine was full of adjectives with little contribution to the main meaning. 
More than this, they made my sentences long and boring. It was a quick and effective revision”-
Participant 3: Week 4 
“…I figured out good writers use words efficiently, but the way I used to use words was so boring. I 
omitted all the unnecessary words in a few hours […]. Now, I think my supervisor will not get bored with 
all those needless words and collocations.”-Participant 6: Week 20 
 
Precision was an important discovery for most of our participants: 
“Before this, I used to think that complex sentences make a piece of writing academic and easy to 
understand. Now, I know academic writing is not about these things, but making the experts of our major 
understand our contribution”-Participant 1: Week 5 
“I changed this sentence, because I feel that the current sentence is conveying the same meaning, 
although it is shorter.”-Participant 2: Week 3 
“It is hilarious; I spent a lot of time searching vocabulary books for GRE and academic writing to find 
better words to make sentences. Now I’m reading them and don’t even remember what I was trying to say. 
I guess I need to write my sentences in my own words.”-Participant 5: Week 5 
“It is extremely fun to read texts that the information and details are clear and exact.”-Participant 6: 
Week 23 
 
For the participants of this study, revision was improving the meaning by restructuring the sentences: 
“I focused on how the author of the sample connected his or her sentences together, and tried to 
change my own accordingly. I found that instead of using ‘which’ and ‘that’, demonstrative and personal 
pronouns were used as the subjects of the following sentences.”-Participant 1: Week 8 
“I revised the linkers in my text carefully based on what I learned today from the discussions. […] how 
this writer made use of ‘linkers’ to stick the sentences together made me realize that how well these 
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grammatical devices can help writers to connect the sentences together and help the readers understand 
the message without having to deal with a bunch of unconnected sentences.”-Participant 2: Week 5 
“I get to know that a well-written text helps the reader to understand writers’ purpose, so I tried to 
change mine in such a way that my readers would understand the purpose I had in my mind.”-Participant 
3: Week 3 
“I as a potential reader was able to follow the writer’s discussion and reasoning in his/her discussion 
section. This was because of the proper type of paragraph structures (s)he followed. To me, almost all of 
the paragraphs had topic sentences to introduce the main focus of the paragraphs. So, I spend a lot of 
time rearranging the sentences in paragraphs and write appropriate topic sentences for them. Now I know 
what a real paragraph is.”-Participant 6: Week 18 
 
Citation was another issue of concern among participants while analyzing the samples: 
“A very big part of a thesis is reporting on the studies that have been done by other researchers, my 
major focus was how to organize these topics and to the extent to which I shall explain them.”-Participant 
4: Week 10 
“When I’m comparing my recent background of the study, literature review chapter, and discussion 
section with my first draft, I can easily see the difference. I think when I am discussing the similarities and 
difference between my findings and previous findings I am contributing to the understanding of my 
audience. Then accordingly they can judge what my contribution is.”-Participant 6: Week 23 
4.3. Participants’ drafts 
Content analysis was used to investigate participants’ audience awareness during these six months. In this 
process, our focus was narrowed down to the frequency of well-organized discursive paragraphs, convoluted 
sentences, repetition of words (e.g. key words, pronouns, and connectors), and citation with no reporting verbs 
(e.g. said, stated, mentioned, asserted). The first three elements according to Harmer (2004) are associated with 
cohesion and coherence. Enhancing cohesion and coherence is a sign of author’s audience awareness. Non-
reporting citation also contributes to the audience understanding of the position of the author with respect to the 
published literature. Authors whose paragraphs start and end with citations (central reporting and non-central 
reporting) make the authors of literature responsible for the content of those paragraphs, whereas authors who use 
non-central reporting attempt to develop arguments and set up discussions. In fact, the three mentioned textual 
qualities engage readers in reading the produced texts, which is the ultimate goal of writing. The following 
graphs present numerical comparisons of the mentioned issues among the participants’ primary and final drafts. 
Figure 1 compares the frequency of well-organized discursive paragraphs in each participant’s primary and 
final drafts. The figures show significant increase in the number of well-organized paragraphs involved 
discussion in all the participants’ final drafts.  
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Fig. 1. The frequency of well-organized discursive paragraphs   
The amounts of convoluted sentences in participants’ primary and final manuscripts are shown in Figure 2. 
Obviously, all of our participants revised their complicated and hard-to-understand sentences to easy-to-
understand ones. Therefore, all the figures experienced dramatic decline. 
 
 
Fig. 2. The frequency of convoluted sentences 
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Figure 3 shows the number of repeated words in the manuscripts. It also shows the differences between the 
amounts of repeated words in the primary and final manuscripts of the participants separately. As shown in the 
chart, only the figures of participant 4 and 6 show considerable increase. The other charts show moderate rises. 
      
 
Fig. 3. The frequency of repeated words  
Figure 4 shows the differences between the amounts of non-reporting literature in the primary and final 




Fig. 4. The percentages of non-reporting citations   
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5. Discussion and conclusion 
We argued that developing the skill of audience awareness demands revision. With this in mind, we designed 
a series of disciplinary-based writing task to facilitate revision. This gave us the opportunity to investigate 
whether doing such tasks could increase student writers’ audience awareness. Furthermore, we measured whether 
sense of audience would also be obvious in the resulting manuscripts through a comparative content analysis of 
primary and final drafts. 
Our results showed that the tasks led to revision. It seems that playing the role of critical readers and analyzing 
well-written samples helped the participants to develop cohesion and coherence in their drafts. These qualities 
were confirmed by our content analysis findings. The frequency of well-organized discursive paragraphs and 
repetition of key words, pronouns, and connectors increased in the manuscripts, and the number of convoluted 
sentences decreased considerably. These changes contributed to the quality of the manuscript in terms of 
concision, precision, and revision. Our findings therefore correspond to the findings of Wichmann and Rummel 
(2013) who found that special kinds of writing activities led to more revisions and coherence. Our findings also 
showed that the participants found better understanding of the function of part-genres and citation. This is parallel 
with the suggestion of Lee and Swales (2006) and Rose, Rose, Farrington, and Page (2008), who noted that 
corpus-based tasks and critical-analytical reading help student writers to find proper samples for writing in the 
disciplines. This study has practical implications for English for Academic Purposes (EAP) classrooms, but 
generalizations are limited because of the qualitative design.  
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